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 This project began at the mall in Kingston. In the parking lot I saw a jeep that had 
been repainted in an army beige and emblazoned with the words “Zombie Response 
Unit.” I had been interested in the apocalypse and its presence in the American 
imagination before, but seeing such an outward (and expensive) display of post-
apocalyptic kitsch outside of the Kingston Walmart made me interested in examining the 
political and social effect of post-apocalyptic fiction in the everyday. 
 The apocalypse is everywhere in the imagination of the United States. It is in our 
art, our entertainment and in our politics. This project takes aim at the apocalypse, what 
it makes possible, and what possibilities it forecloses. 
 The project consists of close examinations of two fictive apocalyptic works and 
an analysis of the phenomena of “liberal prepping” through a reading of online forums 
as archives. 
 The first work to be examined is a video game called Fallout: New Vegas. 
Released in 2010, the game is the fourth installment in the Fallout series of video 
games. Like the rest of the series, New Vegas is set in the former United States, two 
centuries after the destruction of the planet through nuclear holocaust. Located in New 
Vegas and the surrounding desert, the game enables the player to wander through the 
post-apocalyptic Mojave Desert and side with various political entities that are offered 
through the game’s main story. 
 The second work examined is Zone One, a novel by Colson Whitehead. 
The novel is set in lower Manhattan several years after a zombie apocalypse. Its 
protagonist is working with the emergent government to clear the city’s buildings of 
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zombies. The book is important within the genre of post-apocalyptic fiction because it 
imagines a resurgent neoliberal state. Within fiction, the apocalypse is usually used to 
sweep away the state, making room for new possibilities. Zone One instead dives into 
state bureaucracy and practice in the zombie wasteland, eschewing the generic cowboy 
version of zombie and post-apocalyptic literature. 
 The third chapter is aimed at online communities of apocalyptic preparedness. 
Members of these communities are colloquially referred to as preppers. Preppers have 
historically been associated with right wing politics. The primary forum that I 
investigated was a Facebook group titled “Liberal Preppers.” As the name suggests it is 
a group for liberals who are preparing for the apocalypse. 
 Liberal prepping has gained currency over the past year. It has been featured in 
a number of articles, and was even the subject of a Daily Show segment. Quartz was, to 
my knowledge, the first media organization to point out its rise.1 The author of the 
Quartz article points out that the movement’s genesis is in Trump’s election and ensuing 
presidency. As a term, liberal prepping takes for granted that the default political 
position of “preppers” is the right wing of the political spectrum.  
 The first two chapters were researched simply by engaging with the subject 
material. I played Fallout: New Vegas and read Zone One, also engaging with 
secondary sources to situate myself and analyze the texts. Nuclear Borderlands by 
Joseph Masco was instrumental in constructing the first chapter. There is in fact a 
striking similarity between the setting of the video game and Los Alamos, New Mexico, 
which is the target of Masco’s ethnography.  
                                                
1 Matthew Sedacca, “The New Doomsayers Taking up Arms and Preparing for Catastrophe: American 
Liberals,” Quartz, 5/7/17,  
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The final chapter was researched through engaging with various forums and 
articles. The most significant of these forums was Liberal Preppers, a group hosted on 
Facebook. For a month I examined the various posts, looking for trends that indicated 
what was of value to the people in the community. I also looked at several public pages 
associated with the movement. 
 While initially imagined as an investigation of the post-apocalyptic, this project 
has narrowed in focus in order to examine the state in these ends of worlds. 
Anthropology has had a long engagement with the state and state practice. The 
Comaroffs examine the post-colonial state of South Africa2. James Ferguson3 and 
Michael Scott4 both take a critical look at the politics of development. In all of these 
examples, anthropologists are contending with real world examples. This project takes 
as its subject matter a series of imaginings. What will state formation and governance 
look like after the apocalypse? What do generated models that answer this question say 
about the time and place from which they were generated? 
 Present throughout these works is the idea that the world we are living in is 
already ruined. The apocalypse is a useful structural device for fiction as well as 
everyday conversation. On the shuttle I overheard someone ask his friend, “What will 
you do when shit hits the fan?” (This phrase has actually been adopted into a simple 
acronym, WSHTF, by the liberal prepping community I examine in the third chapter of 
this piece.) 
                                                
2 Jean and John Comaroff “Naturing the Nation: Aliens, Apocalypse, and the Postcolonial State,” Journal 
of Southern African Studies 27, no. 3 (2001). 
3 James Ferguson, The Anti-Politics Machine, (Cambridge, Cambridge University Press 1990). 
4 Michael Scott, Seeing Like a State, (New Haven, Yale University Press, 1998). 
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 The apocalypse and its aftermath are alluring and anaesthetizing. Through total 
destruction, the apocalypse makes the complex world in which we live comprehensible. 
By destroying the entire social fabric, the apocalypse renders that same social fabric 
visible. The complex present is neatly smoothed out into a pre-apocalyptic past. The 
apocalypse is an event that splits time in two. Hence why this project is concerned with 
the “post”-apocalyptic.  But even in these totalizing fictions there are gestures towards 
the contingent, the particular, and the multiplex. 
 Other events in United States history have broken time in two. Perhaps not the 
event itself, but the way that an event can then be shaped into a narrative. For example 
we are living in a post 9/11 world. This terminology implies a breakage of time, a before 
and an after. 
 In the year and a half since I conceived this project, the apocalypse has worked 
its way even further into the mainstream of American discourse. Landmark moments 
include the climate change fueled hurricane season of the past year, Donald Trump’s 
inaugural address, the nuclear tension between the United States and North Korea, and 
the California wildfire season of 2017. These disasters have been complemented by a  
slew of articles in a diverse selection of media outlets detailing the hold that the 
apocalypse has on the American imagination. 
 The subject matter of this project is all contained within the past decade. Fallout 
New Vegas is the oldest piece examined, and was released in 2010. Zone One was 
released in 2011. The postings and forum activity monitored for the final chapter all took 
place in early 2018. Each chapter is about imagined possibilities. In addition to their 
engagement with the state, each of these three disparate pieces of subject matter is 
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linked by their entanglement with the 2008 economic meltdown. The meltdown provides 
a model of apocalypse through financial disaster. Each piece enacts a critical response 
to the breakdown. 
 Fallout: New Vegas uses the clean slate to enact a slew of political possibility. 
But ultimately this promise of possibility is shortchanged by the course of the game’s 
story. The outcome that is most appealing is also the one that is most similar to the 
world before the apocalypse. Rather than creating something entirely new, the past is 
recreated in uncanny fashion. Alternatives are presented during a time of interregnum, 
and then order is restored. Both of the apocalyptic narratives explored in the first two 
chapters involve a resurrection of the state, and so the works are examined through that 
framework. 
 Rather than attempting to offer alternatives, Zone One by Colson Whitehead 
explores what would happen in the case of a continuation of the state after a zombie 
apocalypse. Whitehead does not give an alternative form. Instead he imagines a 
resurgent neoliberal government centered in Buffalo, New York. This government 
tackles the problems of the zombie apocalypse, creating a humorous novel in which the 
state power and bureaucracy are marshalled against the zombie hordes. It is a 
noticeable departure from other works of zombie and apocalyptic fiction. Rather than 
using zombies to create a morally simplistic cowboy paradise, Whitehead instead 
creates a complex narrative that raises moral and practical concerns about the state 
and its ability to respond to disaster. 
 After Trump’s election and during his presidency we have seen the rise of “liberal 
prepping” an offshoot of the disaster preparedness community that is composed of 
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individuals who identify themselves as politically left of center. It is again a departure 
from the norm. Most preppers have been assumed to be politically right wing and 
focused on gun rights. This loose community offers a perfect example of the political 
stakes of the apocalyptic imagination. Projects that imagine or prepare for the end of the 
world are making statements about what can and should be preserved and what should 
come after. The final chapter will examine the ways that liberal preppers imagine value 
in a ruined planet, and the ways that these valuations impact their everyday lives. 
 This project, and each of its component pieces, is aimed at interrogating the 
stories that are told about the end of the world, and what these stories say about the 
time and place they are produced. In creating the post-apocalyptic world the past is 















 “It would seem that mythological worlds have been built up only to be shattered again, 
and that new worlds were built up from the fragments.”  
-Franz Boas5 
 
Chapter 1: Interactive Apocalypses 
 
Fallout New Vegas was released on October 19th 2010. It is the fourth 
installment in the Fallout series of video games. The game began development in 2008, 
and was publicly announced in 2009. Like all games in the series New Vegas is set in a 
post-apocalyptic retro-future. The developers of Fallout have constructed a 
technologically advanced 1950s American society based on nuclear power. Robots 
perform domestic tasks in suburban households. Cars that appear straight out of the 
1950s are powered by miniaturized nuclear engines. Computers are incredibly powerful, 
but take up entire rooms. The game’s pre-apocalyptic past is created out of an 
historically contingent version of the future. A century of advances in nuclear technology 
have been incorporated into the static suburban aesthetic and morality of the american 
1950s.  
 New Vegas contains four different story paths, each allowing the player to 
support a different political and cultural formation in the post-apocalyptic world of the 
Mojave desert. New Vegas is distinct from other post apocalyptic texts because it does 
not present a linear narrative. Player’s choices influence the game’s narrative and its 
ending. Alternatively, players can choose to ignore the game’s main story altogether, 
instead exploring the seemingly endless amounts of locations, side quests and 
characters within the game. 
                                                
5 Franz Boas’ Introduction to “Traditions of the Thompson River Indians of British Coloumbia,” (1898) 
cited in “The structural study of myth” by Claude Lévi-Strauss 1955 
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Even as New Vegas offers fabulous alternatives, and invites us to imagine what 
is possible besides and beyond the current American political system, it ultimately 
affirms the inevitability of liberal democracy as the dominant political and cultural 
system. It does this in two ways. Firstly, while there are four main paths through the 
game, the New California Republic, which is a western liberal democracy, is given 
preference by the developers of the game. Secondly, in its status as a video game, New 
Vegas is a safe and sterilized form through which players can act out desires for the 
apocalypse and for alternative forms of politics and culture. The game is therefore an 
example of Capitalist Realism.6 Even as this game exists as a forum for articulating 
desires for an apocalypse as an end to liberal democracy, the game also affirms liberal 
democracy’s inevitability. 
Fallout New Vegas is developmentally unique. It was created by Obsidian 
Entertainment, which was formed by key members of Black Isle studios, the company 
that had produced the first two installments of the franchise. New Vegas was released 
two years after Fallout 3 and so it is the game’s fourth installment. Bethesda softworks 
had bought the rights after the release of the first two fallout games in the 1990s. Fallout 
3 is a sequel to the first two games but the technological advances in gaming that took 
place in the ten years between Fallout 3 and Fallout 2 make the third installment more 
of a reboot than a sequel. New Vegas is singular within the franchise because it was 
developed by the original creative team behind the franchise’s birth. Even after 
Bethesda produced Fallout 4 (which is technically the 5th major installment of the 
franchise.) New Vegas is still seen as the superior game for the strength of its writing. 
                                                
6 Fisher, Mark, Capitalist Realism, is There No Alternative. (UK: O Books, 2009) 
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The reason for this superiority is often held to be that it was made by the game’s 
originators, who felt a greater commitment to the story of the game. 
Anthropologist Charles Piot advocates for ethnographic inquiry into the virtual 
realm in a prescient essay published in 2003. The essay, titled Heat on the Street: 
Video Violence in American Teen Culture, seeks to reroute conversation about video 
games away from a moral panic over their use of violence towards attention to the 
details of story, character, and landscape within the games themselves. 
Moreover, none of these explanations of video violence pays 
more than scant attention to the specificity of the genre and 
of the texts themselves-to the specific ways in which the 
violence is packaged, to the plots and story-lines that 
accompany each game, to the particularities of character 
and subjectivity that appear again and again, and to the 
landscapes and environments the characters inhabit. It is 
only after paying attention to such features of the texts, I 
suggest, that we might then return-albeit in a different way-to 
the question of the relationship of these games to the world 
beyond the text.7 
 
A lot has changed in anthropology and video game entertainment since Piot’s wrote this 
piece in 2003, and the fact that the article still speaks so well to the present moment is a 
credit to the thoughtfulness of Piot’s analysis. This chapter is in the spirit of inquiry that 
Piot is calling for. My aim is to interrogate how New Vegas as a text is constituted from, 
and then works on its cultural present, the world beyond the text. 
 An important shift to note in video games is their removal from the public space 
that Piot describes. Piot focuses on video game arcades as sites of ethnography. He 
points out that video games are often consumed in malls, meccas of bourgeois 
                                                
7 Piot, Charles, “Heat on the street: video violence in American teen culture” Postcolonial Studies, Volume 
6 No. 3 (2003) 355 
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commerce.8 While home gaming systems did exist in 2003, they have become far more 
prevalent in the years since, and most video games are now played within the home. A 
second shift, which Piot anticipates, is the move towards open world games that 
emphasize player choice. New Vegas is an open world game. Players can move freely 
throughout the map. In most of the games Piot analyzed, rather than having freedom of 
movement, players must move through scripted levels of progressive difficulty. This 
emphasis on player choice complicates analysis of games as text. Rather than 
channeling its players through linear gameplay leading towards a single canonical 
ending, New Vegas offers a plurality of choice, and the main narrative of the game does 
not have to be interacted with at all. The game could be played as an endless act of 
deferral. Piot  also outlines the lack of narrative in most of the video games that he 
examines, stating that they instead rely on graphic spectacle to fuel the player’s interest. 
In all of the videos I know, a minimalist narrative-almost an 
anti-narrative or a caricature of a narrative, albeit one that 
references mythic themes (like saving the earth from 
invading aliens)- is swallowed up by the intensities of image 
and color-by the graphic excess that dominates the 
medium.9 
 
Fallout: New Vegas is a perfect inversion of the type of game Piot is describing. The 
excesses of color and graphics are absent from the game. Set in a post-apocalyptic 
desert, the game's color palette is decidedly grey. New Vegas also had a rocky release, 
full of bugs and glitches. Unlike the games Piot describes, New Vegas does not offer a 
smooth and colorful journey through escalating levels and spectacles. Rather than 
privilege gameplay at the expense of narrative complexity, narrative complexity is 
privileged at the expense of gameplay. 
                                                
8 Ibid, 352 
9 Ibid 359 
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 Since Piot wrote his article there has been an emerging literature on ethnography 
in virtual worlds. There is even a handbook for this type of research titled Ethnography 
and Virtual Worlds. This book focuses on massively multiplayer online games, or MMOs 
for short. These game worlds are shared by thousands of other players. Conversely, 
New Vegas is a single player game. There are no human agents to be encountered in 
the game.  Rather than creating a vibrant world full of human interaction and dialogue, 
New Vegas is experienced alone. But this does not mean that the game has not created 
public space. Rather than gathering in the game world, players bond together through 
forums and websites devoted to the game. While most players have moved on from 
New Vegas in favor of other more recent games, there is still active participation in the 
online communities. Most of the conversation is centered around modding, a practice 
that further complicates the reading of the game as text. 
Using mods, players can intervene in the fabric of the game itself. Some mods 
are relatively simple, aiming only to patch glitches in the game, others add content, or 
remake content that is already present in the game's base form. 
Another topic that fuels activity on these forums even seven years after the 
game’s release is an ongoing argument about which political path represents the best 
outcome for the world of the game.  
The Setting of the Game 
 
New Vegas’ present is the year 2281, roughly two centuries after a nuclear 
apocalypse. It takes place in the city of Las Vegas and the surrounding Mojave desert. 
The city of Las Vegas was saved from nuclear destruction by industrial magnate Robert 
House. House privately financed a complex system of nuclear deterrents that 
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intercepted the nuclear warheads targeted at Las Vegas. The result is a well preserved 
strip of hotels and casinos surrounded by miles of desert ruin.  
Three main polities inhabit the Mojave desert and the American Southwest where 
the game takes place. The first of these is the New California Republic (NCR). The NCR 
is a reflection of pre-war United States government. It has free and open elections and 
portends to serve the interests of democracy and freedom. Its heartland is southern 
California, but this is not part of the game’s playable territory. They control the Hoover 
dam and most of the territory west of the Colorado river. Most of the game’s playable 
area is NCR territory.  
The second polity is Caesar’s legion, a military dictatorship based on the 
historical roman empire. The legion occupies territory in the prewar states of Arizona, 
New Mexico, Colorado, and Utah. Like the NCR, the main territory of the legion is not 
accessible in the game but rather alluded to in lore and dialogue.  
The third main polity is the city-state of New Vegas, lead by Robert House, who 
has maintained himself through the nuclear holocaust and the ensuing two centuries by 
making himself into a cyborg. House has control over a sizeable army of “securitron” 
robots, and while he is nominally allied with the NCR, he seeks political autonomy for 
New Vegas. 
The game’s narrative is centered around a military stand-off over control the 
Hoover dam. The NCR and Caesar’s legion are both vying for control of New Vegas 
and the Hoover dam, which supplies the city with electricity. This standoff, between 
reflections of the United States and Imperial Rome, is a perfect place to examine the 
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temporal strangeness of post-apocalyptic narratives. Both of these emergent states are 
re-articulations of previous states, but drawn from radically different time periods.  
 Besides these three main polities, there are a number of decentralized tribes 
living in the marginal spaces of the game. These spaces include canyons, bunkers, 
caves, and highlands. Most of these organizations are referred to as tribes. 
The term tribe conjures other uncomfortable terms from anthropology's past: 
Savage, primitive, uncivilized etc. However New Vegas embraces the term, and imbues 
it with its own meaning. In New Vegas, almost any social group apart from the two 
opposing nation states of the NCR and the legion is described as a tribe. The tribes 
have some sort of unique characteristic that makes them stand apart. For most of the 
tribes, this characteristic is intimately linked to the place they live.  
For example, the boomers live on an abandoned airfield, and view themselves as 
a continuation of the American armed forces. The Great Khans live in the canyons and 
highlands of the game, and are modeled after the historical mongolian empire. All of 
these tribal identities typify what makes New Vegas, and the post-apocalyptic project so 
appealing. Counterintuitively, narratives of the post-apocalypse are focused on renewal 
and social change rather than the destruction that makes this renewal possible. The 
destruction of the apocalypse is only the literary crutch through which new formations 
are made possible, and this is why so much more focus is placed on the world after the 
apocalypse: the post, than the apocalypse itself.  
The apocalypse freezes time and place, making those who survive newly 
indigenous, and localizing and regionalizing what had previously been global spaces. A 
desire for regionality, and the end to the anthropocene, presages apocalyptic desire. 
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The boomers, who see themselves as heir to a part of the United States government, 
are nevertheless described by the game and its characters as a tribe. This is because 
they are inextricably linked to place. In the introduction of her book, The Lure of The 
Local, Lucy Lippard synthesizes what makes place so appealing both in and out of the 
world of New Vegas. 
“This book is concerned not with the history of nature and 
the landscape but with the historical narrative as it is written 
in the landscape or place by the people who live or lived 
there. The intersections of nature, culture, history, and 
ideology form the ground on which we stand-our land-our 
place-the local. The lure of the local is the pull of place that 
operates on each of us, exposing our politics and our 
spiritual legacies. It is the geographical component of the 
psychological need to belong somewhere, one antidote to a 
prevailing alienation. The lure of the local is that prevailing 
undertone to modern life that connects it to the past we know 
so little and the future we are aimlessly concocting.”10 
 
On the same page of the book as this quote is a picture of Hoover Dam. Lippard points 
out that the dam is representative of culture’s control over nature.11 The hoover dam is 
also a central location in New Vegas, and in this world in which culture’s dominion over 
nature has been (mostly) shattered, the dam is a powerful symbolic object. 
 Once again though, the game forecloses the very possibilities that it presents. 
While creating an array of local groups with their own systems across the American 
southwest, progression through the story requires siding with one of the polities that 
take control over the entire area. In the space of the post-apocalypse localized and 
contained groups become the norm, but New Vegas shows these local entities in 
decline. They are variously subsumed by the political entities that are presented as the 
                                                
10 Lippard, Lucy, The Lure of the Local, (New York, Ny: The New Press, 1997) p. 7 
11 Ibid, p. 7 
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player’s choice. Some players have expressed disappointment with the limitations of 
choice in a game that is premised on providing alternatives. 
 New Vegas is an aimless concoction. It has no definitive ending. It does, 
however have a definitive place for its ending. All of the possible paths through the 
game's story culminate in a battle fought at the Hoover dam. The winner of this battle is 
the one supported by the player, and that polity will then have control over the dam, the 
city of New Vegas, and the whole of the mojave desert.  
History of Caesar’s Legion 
 Caesar was born Edward Sallow, a citizen of the NCR, the same state with which 
he is now at war. He was raised and educated by the followers of the apocalypse, a 
humanitarian group that took in him and his mother after his father was killed. In his 
early twenties he was sent with a group of other members of the followers to study tribal 
languages in what was formerly Arizona. During these travels the group finds a 
collection of books of Roman history that include The History of the Decline and Fall of 
the Roman Empire by Edward Gibbon, and Commentarii de Bello Gallico 
(Commentaries on the Gallic War written by the historical Julius Caesar. These books 
were the inspiration for the military state he would later create. 
 Later in the same expedition Sallow and his fellows were captured by the 
Blackfoot tribe. This tribe was fighting a losing war against seven neighboring tribes. 
Against the wishes of his fellows, Sallow intervened, using his knowledge of firearms 
and military strategy to advise and eventually assume leadership of the Blackfoot tribe. 
Under Caesar’s leadership the Blackfoot tribe turned the tide of the war by targeting the 
weakest of their neighbors first. Once this tribe is defeated Caesar enslaves the able 
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bodied men to use as soldiers, and kills the women and children of the tribe. Through 
technological advantage and brutality Caesar lead the Blackfoots to victory against the 
seven opposing tribes. Caesar then re-organized the remnants of these tribes into his 
grand cultural vision: Caesar’s Legion. By the time the game takes place, Caesar’s 
legion has conquered and assimilated 86 different tribes into one homogeneous unit.  
Caesar’s fictional resurrection of imperial Rome has historical precedent. In his 
essay Theses on the Philosophy of History Walter Benjamin writes about ancient 
Rome’s appropriation by French jacobins. 
Thus to Robespierre ancient Rome was a past charged with 
the time of the now which he blasted out of the continuum of 
the history. The French revolution viewed itself as Rome 
reincarnate. It evoked ancient Rome the way fashion evokes 
costumes of the past. Fashion has a flair for the topical, no 
matter where it stirs in the thickets of long ago; it is a tiger’s 
leap into the past.12 
 
In the case of the French revolution, the inspiration was drawn from the period of the 
Roman Republic. For revolutions opposed to monarchy, inspiration would have been 
found in the senate rather than in the example of Imperial Rome. Benito Mussolini’s re-
articulation of Roman Empire offers a more politically adjacent usage of ancient Rome. 
Both Sallow and Mussolini focus on the Roman Empire to create a model for a fascist 
government in their present moment. To Sallow, the Roman Empire is closer to the 
needs of the present moment than the liberal democracy offered by the NCR. 
 Regardless of which era of Rome is drawn upon for inspiration, both cases illustrate the 
way that history can be mined as inspiration for the present moment. 
Nuclear Deserts 
                                                
12 Benjamin, Walter. Theses on the Philosophy of History. 1944 
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In his book, Nuclear Borderlands, Joseph Masco explains what a nuclear 
scientist thinks the world will look like after nuclear war. The scientist, far from imagining 
the possibility of a Roman Empire uncannily re-animated in an apocalyptic present, 
sees the possibility of nuclear war simply as leading only to a subtraction of 
technological time. 
Moreover he noted that a full-scale nuclear war would not be 
the end of everything. Instead, he offered an image of 
nuclear war as a kind of time travel, stating that a full-scale 
nuclear exchange would return the United States to “roughly 
the year 1860… Consequently, after a nuclear war, techno-
time would simply start over again at the 1860 level and the 
United States would build itself out of ashes by producing 
new machines.13 
 
Rather than thinking about what may be made possible in terms of cultural production, 
the nuclear scientist that Masco interviews thinks about nuclear war in terms of a 
scientific narrative of progress. Masco notes that the scientist focuses only on scientific 
knowledge, not of the effects of radiation on ecosystems, or of other diverse 
contingencies of nuclear war. The New California Republic approximates the future 
pastness that Masco’s interlocutor envisions. The NCR is a recreation of the United 
States government that came before. The reborn state is set back both in terms of 
technology and also in territory. Rather than controlling the entire continental territory of 
America before the war, the NCR control only Southern California and parts of Nevada. 
Rather than creating something entirely new and strange, the NCR is simply a step 
backwards in time. 
  The game’s developers seem more sympathetic to the NCR than the other 
political alternatives the game offers. However, New Vegas does not glorify the pre-war 
                                                
13 Masco, Joseph. The Nuclear Borderlands “The Manhattan Project in Post-Cold War New Mexico.” 
(Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 2006) 44 
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United States or its apocalyptic spiritual successor. Each political entity is presented as 
having significant downsides. Each ending is ambiguous enough that players continue 
to argue about which group is “best” for New Vegas. Masco writes that the nuclear era 
created a profound sense distrust of the United States government, and this theme is 
carried through into the creation of the NCR, as well as the prewar government that the 
game constructs. One of the first characters encountered in the game is named Easy 
Pete. He is a former scavenger turned brahmin herder living in the town of goodsprings. 
When asked why he dislikes the NCR he says “Don’t get me wrong, NCR’s got a lot of 
decent folks in it. It's just that they make you part of them whether you like it or not. 
Towns like Goodsprings and Primm don’t stay independent for long, not if you’ve got 
something the NCR wants.” Easy Pete’s views are echoed by other characters in the 
Mojave desert, who prefer independence for themselves, their towns or their tribes. 
Fallout New Vegas presents an echo of manifest destiny that is cardinally reversed. The 
NCR expands eastward from southern california, annexing towns and tribes in their 
path. Characters of the game, as well as the game’s players have expressed 
disappointment with this ascendancy of the NCR.  
 One of the worst examples of this expansionism is the massacre of the Great 
Khans at Bitter Springs. During a war with the Khans, the NCR  attacked Bitter Springs, 
believing it to be a military base. Bitter springs was actually a semi-permanent refugee 
camp for the women, children and elderly of the tribe. The incident takes place before 
the events of the game. The event cannot be enacted or witnessed by the player, it can 
only be described as history by the game’s characters. For the makers of New Vegas, 
creation of this historical event serves to display the downsides of the NCR and their 
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expansionism. The event is clearly recycled. It resembles the Wounded Knee Massacre 
of 1890, and other atrocities committed against indigenous people by the United States 
government. This incident shows how the game’s future is woven out of disparate 
threads of the past. 
 The Massacre at Bitter Springs also offers insight into another area of the game 
that sets it apart: historical production. Unlike the arcade games that Piot analyzed, New 
Vegas is not entirely self contained. Many of the events and places of its world are 
inaccessible to the player through gameplay. These events and places are conjured 
through dialogue with characters and with in game text. While the progress of the 
game’s present and future is multidirectional and indeterminate,14 the game creates a 
vivid past for the player to unravel and explore. 
 Not only does Masco’s theoretical inquiry into nuclear aesthetics inform a critical 
reading of New Vegas’s themes, strangely enough, the setting of the game and the 
setting of Masco’s ethnography resemble each other. 
It is important to recognize that the Manhattan Project 
produced not only a transformation in scientific and 
international affairs; it initiated a conversion of northern New 
Mexico from a primarily rural, agrarian economy to a military 
industrial state. Moreover, while U.S. military planners 
sought out a marginal space on America’s periphery in 1943 
to try and build an atomic bomb, they colonized the 
geographical center of Pueblo and Nuevomexicano 
territories, engaging cosmological orders that identify the 
northern Rio Grande valley as quite literally the center of the 
universe. 
 
Just as the United States government made northern New Mexico a center of its 
technological project, the NCR similarly colonizes the Mojave desert of Nevada for its 
                                                
14 Tsing, Anne, The Mushroom at the End of the World, on The possibility of Life in Capitalist Ruins. 
(Princteon, NJ, Princeton University Press, 2015) 4 
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own technological and state security needs. The NCR does this regardless of the tribes 
and people that already live there.  
 Masco also calls attention to how the nuclear as spectacle can be focused into 
an example of pleasure and banality. He does this by explaining how during an above 
ground nuclear test, a scientist uses the power of the nuclear bomb to light a cigarette. 
“Taylor positioned himself so that with the help of a parabolic 
mirror the flash from the twenty kiloton nuclear detonation 
would light a cigarette… Here the exploding bomb is used to 
produce a moment of technoaesthetic reverie, where the 
massive destructive power of the atomic bomb is marshalled 
to accomplish that most mundane- and purely sensual act- 
of smoking.”15 
 
 New Vegas is comparable to this experiment. Its creators have focused nuclear 
aesthetics into a piece of popular entertainment. Its consumption is mundane. As a 
video game it perfectly occupies the spectre of unremitting banality proposed by 
Sontag. The game can be played for hours on end, and leads to no definitive 
conclusion. 
 New Vegas is what Sontag would call fantasy, and it straddles her twin spectres 
of banality and inconceivable terror. Its objective as a video game is to enthrall, 
entertain, offer pleasure and stave off boredom. In this respect it is singularly mundane. 
As its subject the game is concerned with the inconceivable terror of nuclear 
apocalypse, and what is made possible in its aftermath. Sontag’s twin spectres have 
been mediated through fantasy and reflection. 
                                                
15  Masco, Joseph. The Nuclear Borderlands “The Manhattan Project in Post-Cold War New Mexico.” 




 But New Vegas is more than just fantasy. Its speculations give texture to the 
imagination of the present. In a moment of renewed tensions with North Korea, 
America’s nuclear infrastructure is being re-animated. So is its nuclear paranoia. They 
have been lying dormant. Now they are being awoken for more than just pastiche. For 
the first time since the cold war, Hawaii re-instituted nuclear warning sirens on 
December 2nd of 2017.16 But even in a moment at which nuclear anxiety after the cold 
war is at its peak, nuclear apocalypse is still a project of speculation, and not of history. 
In his 1984 essay No Apocalypse, Not Now, Jacques Derrida articulates the apocalypse 
as a fictive event. 
 
but the phenomenon is fabulously textual also in the extent 
that, for the moment, a nuclear war has not taken place: one 
can only talk and write about it… it has never occured, itself, 
it is a non event... For the moment, today, one may say that 
a non-localizable nuclear war has not occurred; it has 
existence only through what is said of it, only where it is 
talked about. Some might call it a fable, then, a pure 
invention: in the sense in which it is said that a myth, an 
image, a fiction, a utopia, a rhetorical figure, a fantasy, a 
phantasm, are inventions. It might also be called a 
speculation, even a fabulous specularization. The breaking 
of the mirror would be, finally through an act of language, the 
very occurrence of nuclear war. Who can swear that our 
unconsciousness is not expecting this? Dreaming of it, 
desiring it?”17 
 
New Vegas is a fabulous text. It is a nuclear war made real and delivered to a public. It 
is a speculative project. It imagines what is possible after nuclear apocalypse. The 
game’s scope of speculation includes, societal formation, language, historical 
                                                
16 Sullivan, Emily, The Two Way, Breaking News From NPR, Northeast Public Radio, 12/7/2017 
https://www.npr.org/sections/thetwo-way/2017/12/02/568019908/hawaii-initiates-a-new-monthly-test-of-a-
nuclear-siren, accessed 12/8/17. 
17 Derrida, Jacques, Catherine Porter, and Philip Lewis. "No Apocalypse, Not Now (Full Speed 
Ahead, Seven Missiles, Seven Missives)." Diacritics 14, no. 2 (1984): 20-31. 
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production, medicine, technology, non human subjectivities and other topics. As a 
game, it is incomplete. Originally the game’s creators had hoped for players to choose 
whether to play as a human, ghoul or super mutant. The game’s designers also wanted 
to include more of the legion’s territory into the game’s playable area, to give a more 
balanced sense of the two opposing options. Given that part of the game’s aim is simply 
to imagine and speculate, the fact that the developers fell short of what they had 
intended to create seems appropriate. 
 What was left out of the game was not left out because of chance. The decision 
to leave parts of the game unfinished shows what parts of the game were more 
important to the developers to begin with. The developers of the game privilege the 
NCR. They do so in part by giving it more space in the game’s world. But they also give 
it preferential treatment in the epilogue, subtly implying that the NCR, while flawed, still 
represents the best possible outcome for the people of the Mojave desert and New 
Vegas. 
 Even though the NCR is privileged, the developers should still be given credit for 
making the game and its endings complex enough that they are still being argued over. 
Even in 2018, debate about the benefits and drawbacks of the game’s four story paths 
continues on various forums, even almost a decade after the game’s original release. 
 What are the moral implications of creating work that exists in apocalyptic 
otherworlds? Is it a problem that so much cultural energy is put into creating and then 
inhabiting these worlds beyond worlds? Anna Tsing examines the end of the world in 
the present moment through the lens of mushroom foraging. Tsing describes how 
mushroom foraging as a livelihood perfectly illustrates what she calls the modern state 
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of precarity.18 For Tsing’s interlocutors, scavenging is a vital means of support. The 
same is true many individuals in the Mojave wasteland, they scavenge medicine and 
technology to support themselves. Both are precarious livelihoods, lived in the ruins of 
capitalist industry. 
Fallout New Vegas is a ruined otherworld, accessed through the portal of home 
media. It presents a ruined future. In some fundamental way this anesthetizes the reality 
of the present from which it is drawn. Fallout New Vegas punts nuclear radiation into an 
indeterminate realm of a world after, necessarily ignoring the world that is present. 
Fallout New Vegas belies the eerie truth that in some small way the apocalypse is 
already here. 
Regardless of its potential status as social anesthetic, New Vegas still articulates 
progress even as it describes ruin.19 By giving developmental preference to the New 
California Republic, the game tracks the re-emergence of liberal western democracy out 
of the ashes of nuclear holocaust. But even as it does this it offers fabulous alternatives 
to occupy our imagination and time, posing questions about what is made possible in 







                                                
18 Anna Tsing, The Mushroom at the End of the World, on The possibility of Life in Capitalist Ruins. 











poring	over	his	memories	of	both	before	and	after	the	end	of	the	world	as	he	does	in	the	book’s	present	moment.	Mark	Spitz,	like	many	individuals,	wandered	from	place	to	place	in	the	years	after	the	apocalypse.	Occasionally	he	travelled	with	other	survivors,	but	mostly	he	preferred	to	travel	and	live	alone.	In	the	book’s	present	he	is	part	of	a	four	person	sweeper	unit.	The	sweeper	crews	are	tasked	with	clearing	the	buildings	of	Manhattan	of	remaining	zombies.	It	is	occasionally	dangerous,	but	usually	simply	banal.	The	majority	of	the	zombies	were	killed	by	the	initial	marine	incursion	in	Manhattan,	and	so	Spitz	and	his	fellows	have	the	unenviable	task	of	clearing	endless	apartment	buildings	of	the	few	remaining	zombies.	The	job	is	not	only	to	kill	the	zombies,	but	also	to	seal	them	in	body	bags	and	remove	them	to	the	street,	where	a	separate	unit,	‘disposal,’	manages	their	destruction.	Spitz	describes	how	the	sweeper	crews	often	take	the	shortcut	of	bagging	the	bodies	and	then	tossing	them	out	of	windows	rather	than	carrying	them	all	the	way	down	the	stairwell	of	a	large	apartment	building.	While	it	saves	time	for	the	sweeper	crews,	the	resulting	explosion	of	gore	and	rotting	flesh	makes	the	job	of	waste	management	more	difficult,	and	the	disposal	teams	complain	to	HQ.	“Defenestration!”	Disposal	shouted,	louder,	accustomed	to	this	indignity.	Defenestration	unduly	aggravated	their	job.	It	was	disrespectful.	It	was	unhygienic.	Frankly,	it	was	unpatriotic.	Everything	inside	was	bullied	to	lumpy	slime,	and	the	zippers	oozed	a	trail	of	crimson	slush	on	the	street,	in	the	carts,	the	post-pickup	staging	areas.	And	that	was	when	the	bags	remained	mostly	intact.20		 	 	 	 	 	The	disposal	units	and	sweeper	teams	are	working	towards	the	same	goal,	the	removal	of	zombies	from	Manhattan.	Each	of	them	specializes	in	a	certain	part	of	that	removal,	and	these	specializations	create	tension.	The	relationship	between	the	two	groups	is	entirely	
                                                




                                                









                                                




                                                










a	weight	that	the	wall	cannot	contain,	and	the	wall	is	split	in	two,	allowing	the	zombies	to	pour	through	into	lower	Manhattan.	The	inability	to	manage	waste	is	what	dooms	the	state.		 The	other	side	of	state	functioning	that	Whitehead	examines	is	torture	and	violence.	Disposal	is	secondary	to	the	violence	enacted	on	zombies,	which	is	the	entire	purpose	of	the	state.	Rather	than	portraying	the	destruction	of	zombies	as	a	morally	simplistic	act,	Whitehead	subverts	this	simplicity	by	examining	survivors	who	torture	zombies	for	sadistic	pleasure.	 		 He	had	a	particular	dislike	for	No	Mas,	who	bragged	around	Wonton	about	his	scrapbook	of	straggler	humiliation.	“Who’d	you	see	this	week?”	a	sweeper	might	goad	during	Sunday-night	R&R,	Whereupon	No	Mas	dutifully	chronicled	his	latest	Shenanigans.	He	carried	a	big	red	marker	in	his	utility	vest	and	liked	to	draw	clumsy	clown	grins	on	the	slack	faces	of	the	stragglers,	christening	each	with	a	name	appropriate	to	that	profession.	Then	he	pressed	the	muzzle	of	his	assault	rifle	to	the	temple	of	Mr.	Chuckles	or	Her	Most	Exalted	Highness	the	Lady	Griselda,	smiled	for	the	birdie,	and	had	Angela	take	a	picture	before	he	splattered	their	craniums.	Sunday	nights	at	HQ	NO	Mas	shared	a	cot	with	a	young	clerk	who	printed	out	his	souvenirs	on	glossy	paper25		 	 	 	 	 	 	 	The	he	at	the	beginning	of	this	passage	is	Mark	Spitz,	the	novel’s	central	character.	He	dislikes	the	sadistic	torture	and	degradation	of	stragglers	that	has	become	commonplace	in	the	zone.	Stragglers	are	a	unique	form	of	zombies.	They	have	returned	to	a	place	of	significance	in	their	previous	lives,	and	repeat	an	action	ad	infinitum.	Unlike	normal	zombies,	they	are	docile.	They	do	not	attack	the	sweepers.	This	docility	makes	them	targets	for	torture	and	degradation.	
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The	Clean	Slate		 Fallout:	New	Vegas	envisions	the	apocalypse	as	a	clean	slate.	Persons	that	survive	the	apocalypse	form	groups	and	these	groups	are	made	newly	indigenous,	fused	to	their	place	through	the	fission	of	nuclear	explosion.	The	world	becomes	provincialized	as	opposed	to	global	and	old	dynamics	of	the	settler	colonial	state	are,	at	least	temporarily,	swept	aside.	This	is	not	the	case	in	Zone	One.	For	Whitehead	the	apocalypse	does	not	split	time	into	a	before	and	after.	Instead	Whitehead	creates	a	continuity	of	the	world	before	and	the	word	after.	Societal	conflicts	such	as	gentrification,	and	the	environmental	problem	of	climate	change	are	carried	through	into	Mark	Spitz’s	“post-apocalyptic”	moment.		 Neoliberal	States	and	Commodities		 One	of	Whitehead’s	darkest	and	most	comedic	attacks	on	the	neoliberal	state	is	his	unique	imagining	of	the	commodity	chain	in	the	post-apocalyptic	waste.	In	the	time	immediately	after	the	apocalypse,	raiding	of	stores	and	warehouses	was	commonplace.	Survivors	would	loot	food,	weapons,	ammunition,	clothing,	anything	that	could	help	survive	in	the	waste.		However,	in	the	book’s	present,	the	new	government	of	Buffalo	makes	an	effort	to	create	a	continuity	of	ownership	over	commodities.			Mark	Spitz	resolved	to	pick	up	some	new	socks.	Now	that	the	anti-looting	regs	were	in	effect	everyone-soldier	and	civilian	and	sweeper	alike-was	prohibited	from	foraging	goods	and	materials	belonging	to	anyone	other	than	an	official	sponsor…	Buffalo	created	an	entire	division	dedicated	to	pursuing	official	sponsors	whenever	a	representative	turned	up,	in	exchange	for	tax	breaks	once	the	reaper	laid	down	his	scythe	and	things	were	up	and	running	again.28		
                                                
28 Colson Whitehead, Zone One (New York, NY, Anchor Books, 2011) p.48 
  
39 






when	they	got	camps	falling	right	and	left.”...	“This	is	PR	it’ll	be	years	before	we’re	able	to	resettle	this	island.	We	don’t	even	have	food	for	the	winter.29		 	 	 	 	 	 	This	is	the	final	failure	of	the	state	revealed.	Rather	than	engaging	in	projects	of	substance,	it	has	instead	overcommitted	its	resources	in	order	to	achieve	a	symbolic	victory,	a	public	relations	spectacle.	The	reason	for	the	state’s	inability	to	make	good	its	promise	is	that	they	don’t	have	enough	food.	The	project	fails	because	the	waste	disposal	teams	are	not	able	to	dispose	of	the	bodies	quickly	enough,	and	the	weight	destroys	the	wall	protecting	lower	Manhattan.	But	the	project	was	a	failure	from	the	start,	because	there	was	not	enough	food	to	sustain	the	population	of	soldiers.	Post-apocalyptic	fictions	embody	a	distrust	of	government.			 Food	is	largely	ignored	in	Zone	One,	both	by	Whitehead	as	the	author	and	by	the	resurgent	state	that	he	constructs.	While	Whitehead	has	a	knack	for	imagining	many	of	the	infrastructural	needs	of	the	state	in	restoring	order	after	a	zombie	apocalypse,	he	does	not	use	much	space	in	the	text	to	discuss	food.		 Food	is	arguably	the	most	important	issue	of	post-apocalyptic	survival,	but	it	is	routinely	put	aside	in	the	creation	of	post-apocalyptic	worlds.	The	following	chapter,	which	examines	liberal	preppers,	will	take	up	the	question	of	food	in	force.		 Mark	Spitz	is	overjoyed	by	the	second	failure	of	the	state.	He	is	a	man	without	qualities,	and	as	such	he	is	an	opposite	to	the	specialization	and	division	created	by	the	state.	He	hated	the	drudgery	of	his	media	marketing	job	before	the	apocalypse,	and	he	hates	the	drudgery	of	his	sweeper	job	after	it.		
                                                
29 Colson Whitehead, Zone One ((New York, NY, Anchor Books, 2011) p.311 
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He	was	smiling	because	he	hadn’t	felt	this	alive	in	months…	He’d	entered	a	state	of	tremulous	euphoria.	The	sensation	peaked	the	instant	the	wall	collapsed	and,	in	its	ebb,	he	was	the	owner	of	a	woeful	recognition:	It	was	not	the	dead	that	passed	through	the	barrier	but	the	wasteland	itself,	the	territory	he	had	kept	at	bay	since	the	farmhouse.	It	embraced	him;	he	slid	inside	it…	They	had	lost	contact	because	the	black	tide	had	rolled	in	everywhere,	no	place	was	spared	this	deluge,	everyone	was	drowning.	Of	course	he	was	smiling.	This	was	where	he	belonged.30		 	 	 	 	 	 		 Mark	Spitz	only	feels	satisfied	during	the	interregnum	of	total	apocalypse.	The	book’s	ending	is	ambiguous.	In	its	final	pages,	Spitz	is	fleeing	towards	the	river,	hopeful	of	making	it	off	the	island.	The	reader	does	not	know	if	he	survives,	but	that	seems	to	be	beside	the	point;	either	way	he	finally	feels	free.		 The	state’s	collapse	serves	to	drive	home	the	points	that	Whitehead	has	been	making	throughout	the	book.	The	state	cannot	succeed	because	it	does	not	have	the	vision	or	interest	to	do	so.	Throughout	the	book	the	state	is	only	discussed	through	its	administration	of	violence.	Through	specialization	of	labor	and	bureaucracy	they	have	made	a	project	of	mass	violence	against	zombies	possible.	Other	aims	are	subsumed	by	this	violence,	becoming	only	secondary.	Lack	of	food	and	the	inability	to	process	the	bodies	of	the	dead	are	more	the	cause	of	state	collapse	than	the	zombies	themselves.			 Unlike	Mark	Spitz,	who	is	elated	by	the	second	end	of	the	world,	the	reader	is	left	in	a	much	darker	mood.	Zone	One	makes	a	cynical	argument	about	the	efficacy	of	state	intervention	after	a	disaster.	In	tying	together	the	temporalities	traditionally	broken	apart	by	the	apocalypse	Whitehead	is	able	to	make	specific	criticisms	about	the	American	state	and	society.	This	defeatist	view	is	a	reflection	of	the	darkening	political	mood	at	the	time	of	Whitehead’s	writing.	
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also	resists	the	conditions	of	the	plantation.	While	it	can	be	cultivated,	it	cannot	be	controlled.		 In	the	comments	of	the	post,	a	member	asked	for	clarification	because	they	were	confused	about	the	plants	various	names.	Tomlinson	replied	“Like	puma	and	mountain	lion,	many	living	things	have	multiple	names.”	42	Tomlinson	is	infusing	the	seed	with	traits	of	character.	To	Tomlinson,	the	seed	is	representative	of	her	prepper	ethos.	It	is	a	single	item	that	has	many	uses.	It	is	multiplex.	This	rethinking	of	the	seed	emphasizes	the	qualities	that	the	members	of	liberal	preppers	may	see	in	themselves.	It	is	a	subaltern	seed,	scrappy,	persistent.	But	to	others,	especially	agricultural	states,	Jute,	or	Abutilon	Theophrasti	as	it	is	scientifically	known,	is	an	interloper.	States	with	agricultural	economies	have	indeed	outlawed	it,	because	it	is	extremely	competitive,	and	can	choke	out	other	plants.	This	codification	calls	attention	to	how	the	state	intervenes	in	ecology	and	agriculture.		 Advocating	its	use	and	value	is	a	thumb	in	the	eye	of	the	agriculture	businesses	that	receive	state	support	through	subsidies.	It	is	a	symmetrical	reversal	of	value.	The	state	has	labelled	it	a	pest,	but	Tomlinson	has	grasped	at	its	value	to	tell	a	different	story.		 Localizing	Food		 Like	many	imaginative	projects	centered	around	the	apocalypse,	liberal	prepping	is	a	project	of	localizing.	The	Apocalypse	is	an	anti-global	imaginary.	As	mentioned	before,	the	primary	framework	for	a	liberal	preparedness	is	food.	This	has	led	to	the	movement	being	captivated	by	alternative	agricultural	forms.	Videos	and	articles	detailing	urban	farming,	
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